Relationship between the degree of poverty and the IgE response to Ascaris infection in slum children.
We examined a group of urban slum children in Caracas, Venezuela, and demonstrated the relationship that exists between poverty, conditions of hygiene and the prevalence of helminth infection. Concordant with the high prevalence of helminth infection in these children, the total serum levels of immunoglobulin E (IgE) and blood eosinophilia were elevated and were directly related to the degree of poverty and lack of sanitary facilities. However, in contrast, the reverse pattern was observed for the specific allergic response to these parasites. Thus, the immediate hypersensitivity skin test reactivity to Ascaris antigens, and the serum levels of specific anti-Ascaris IgE antibody, were lowest in the poorest children, who had the highest prevalence of helminth infection and the highest total IgE levels. As allergic-type reactions may participate in protective mechanisms against helminths, these results suggest that poverty and poor sanitary conditions may, by influencing the IgE response, compromise the resistance of such children to parasitic infections.